234
 EUROPE FROM 911 TO 1198
 
Conflict
•with the
Normans
His other
difficulties
 discontent; less unpopular but far more serious in its conse-
quences was his debasement of the coinage. The Byzantine
gold coin (bezant) had provided a standard which attracted
trade to Constantinople and made it the financial centre of
the civilised world. This position was gravely prejudiced
by the debasing of the coinage, which continued after his
death.
The first years of the reign were critical indeed. The
outlook was already sufficiently grave when from a new
quarter there came a formidable addition to the Empire's
assailants. The Norman duke Robert Guiscard, who had
completed his conquest of South Italy from the Byzantines in
1071, saw a prospect of following up his success by an offensive
in Greece. He had a pretext when Michael VII, betrothed
to one of his daughters, was deposed in 1078, and the peace
he made with Gregory VII in 1080 gave him the opportunity.
In 1081 he and his son Bohemond crossed the Adriatic,
captured Corfu, and gained a foothold on the mainland of
Greece. Alexius's military resources were inadequate, but
he could fight the Normans with other weapons. In return
for trading privileges at Constantinople he gained the alliance
of Venice, who moreover was jealous of Norman interference
in the Adriatic. The Venetian fleet completely defeated the
Norman off Durazzo, but on land the Greeks were worsted
by the Normans, who captured Durazzo. However, Alexius's
diplomacy had been gaining other allies. As Gregory VII
was pledged to the support of Guiscard, Alexius allied with
Henry IV, and his money played a part in weakening the
resistance of the Romans. He also succeeded in promoting
disaffection among Guiscard's vassals in South Italy, and this
forced the Norman duke to return in 1082; Bohemond
remained in Greece for a year longer, until lack of pay for his
troops caused him also to return. In 1084, after the rescue
of Gregory VII and the sack of Rome, Robert Guiscard was
able to return to Greece; and he won a naval victory over
the Venetians. But his death in 1085 brought the Norman
invasion to an end; the Venetians .recovered their mastery
of the Adriatic, and the new duke, Roger Borsa, was too weak
in South Italy to attempt a fresh offensive.
The year of Guiscard's death brought relief to Alexius in
Asia as well as in Europe.   Sulaiman, the Sultan of Rum,

